Objectives: Generic triage risk assessments are widely used in the emergency department (ED), but have not been validated for prediction of short-term risk among patients with acute heart failure (HF). Our objective was to evaluate the Canadian Triage Acuity Scale (CTAS) for prediction of early death among HF patients.
Introduction
Heart failure (HF) is a major cause of cardiovascular morbidity and a leading reason for emergency department (ED) utilization, with over one million visits to the ED each year in North America [1, 2] . Not only is the mortality rate of HF high, but the direct and indirect annual costs of HF are estimated to exceed $1 billion in Canada and $37 billion in the United States; 70-80% of these costs are attributed to patients cared for in the ED or admitted to hospital [3] .
Management of cardiac patients is largely predicated on the risk of adverse outcomes, but there are large knowledge gaps in prognostication in the emergent care of acute HF [4, 5] . While there have been several risk prediction models developed for assessment of hospitalized patients with acute HF [6] [7] [8] [9] [10] , there is a paucity of risk stratification tools intended for use in the ED which includes those who are admitted or discharged. The Canadian Triage Acuity Scale (CTAS) was developed to allow healthcare providers in the ED to evaluate patients' acuity level and needs for timely care for a broad range of emergency conditions. Patients are routinely assigned a CTAS level by the triage nurse in the ED on the basis of a 2-5 minute assessment, which may include one or more of the following: presenting complaint, mechanism of injury, and symptom severity ( Table 1) . The numeric CTAS system also makes a proviso for empiric judgment, whereby the healthcare provider is allowed to scale up the acuity level if a patient is perceived to be more unwell than designated by the scale. Increasing CTAS scores correspond to decreasing acuity of illness: 1 = resuscitation/critical, 2 = emergent, 3 = urgent, 4 = less urgent, and 5 = non-urgent [11] .
The CTAS is a generic scale that is used to guide work flow in the ED, with higher-acuity ratings translating into need for higher prioritization in the patient queue, better monitoring in the treatment area, and more rapid assessment by a physician. However, it is not known whether this semi-quantitative score can be extended to predict acute outcomes among HF patients who have high acute mortality. Demonstration of a significant association of higher initial triage acuity with mortality risk may enhance the usefulness of this scale in physicians' management and discharge plans.
The objective of this study was to assess the utility of CTAS in evaluating the risk of emergent or early mortality among HF patients in the ED, where emergent death was defined as those occurring within 1 day of emergency department presentation. We also sought to determine if the predictive ability of the CTAS could extend to a longer-term 30-day mortality window. We also assessed the clinical characteristics, discharge disposition, and emergency department and follow-up care of HF patients according to the CTAS.
Methods

Ethics statement
Research ethics board approval was obtained from Sunnybrook Health Sciences Centre, who deemed that written informed consent was not required and waived the need for informed consent as this was an analysis of linked administrative databases.
Study patients
We performed a retrospective cohort analysis drawn from the population of Ontario, Canada, comprised of patients presenting to one of 182 EDs with acute HF, using the National Ambulatory Care Reporting System (NACRS) database. Patients visiting the emergency department were eligible for this study if they had HF as the main ED diagnosis, based on the International Classification of Diseases, 10th edition (ICD-10-CA) coding system, code I50 [12] . Patients were included if they were $18 years of age, and they presented to an ED with HF from Apr 1, 2003 to Mar 31, 2007. A validation study that assessed a chart abstraction cohort (n = 3623) of ED patients discharged with a main ICD-10 diagnosis code I50 revealed that 92.7% either fulfilled Framingham criteria, were hospitalized with a HF diagnosis, or had $2 physician billing fee codes for HF, suggesting high predictive value for clinical heart failure [13] . In those with multiple ED visits during the study period, the first visit was defined as the index HF episode. Patients were excluded if they had invalid health card numbers, were non-residents of Ontario, had missing demographics (e.g. gender, income quintile), were .105 years of age, left the ED against medical advice or prior to being seen/treated, declined treatment, were transferred to another facility, or were transferred to an ambulatory day centre within the same facility. Transferred patients were excluded because we were interested in the association between triage assessment, processes of care in the ED, and short-term clinical outcomes, which would not be directly evaluable if transferred patients were included.
Data sources
Emergency department data were obtained from NACRS, which contains information on all visits occurring at any ED in the province of Ontario; Hospitalization information was obtained via the Canadian Institute for Health Information Discharge Abstract Database (CIHI-DAD), and both databases were linked using the patients' unique encrypted health card number. We examined all records in the CIHI database for 5 years prior to the index ED visit in order to determine: the number of admissions for HF or myocardial infarction (MI) preceding the index ED visit, coronary revascularization procedures (e.g., coronary artery bypass graft [CABG] 
Chart Abstraction
To examine the clinical correlates of triage-critical status (CTAS 1), primary charts were abstracted from 32 hospitals by highlytrained and experienced nurse chart abstractors for information on ED presentation, including demographic factors, vital signs, past cardiac and non-cardiac medical history, and co-morbidities. 
Outcomes
Our primary outcomes were emergent death occurring either in the ED or within 1 day from the date of presentation. To determine if CTAS was associated with early mortality, we also examined the secondary outcomes of death within 7 and 30 days after ED presentation. Outcome events were detected by examining the Registered Persons Database (RPDB) of vital statistics, NACRS, and the CIHI-DAD.
Analysis
We compared baseline characteristics, past medical history, pre-ED care, presentation features, use of specialist services, disposition, and outcomes of patients according to the CTAS score. We compared continuous variables using linear regression, and categorical variables using the Mantel-Haenszel x 2 test for trend. Kaplan-Meier survival curves were constructed stratified by CTAS score. Using multiple logistic regression, we compared the performance of a model including only age, sex, and CTAS vs. a previously-published multivariable model [14] including age, sex, cardiac and non-cardiac disease, ED length of stay, and the CTAS, by comparing areas under the receiver operating characteristic (ROC) curves using STATA (College Station, TX). We examined patient-related predictors of triage critical CTAS score (level 1) using a non-parsimonious logistic regression model constructed with the following covariates: demographics (age ,70 years, male sex); vital signs (heart rate .120 beats/min, systolic blood pressure ,100 mmHg, respiratory rate .24 breaths/min, oxygen saturation ,90%); cardiac presentation (cardiac or respiratory arrest during transit to ED, NYHA class IV, ongoing chest pain); co-morbidities; mode of transportation (ambulance); overnight arrival to the ED (between 0000 and 0600 hours); hospital type (teaching, large community, or small community); and recent ED visit or hospital discharge (within 7 days). We constructed a parsimonious model using stepwise selection retaining only those covariates with p,0.05 in the multivariable model. We assessed model fit using the HosmerLemeshow statistic, and model discrimination using the c-statistic which is equivalent to the area under the receiving operator characteristic (ROC) curve [15] . Analyses were performed using SAS version 9.1.3 (Cary, NC).
Results
Patient Characteristics
A total of 106,393 HF records were screened in the NACRS database for study eligibility. Of these, patient visits were excluded because they were ,18 or .105 years of age (n = 175; 0.2%) or were non-residents of Ontario (n = 148; 0.1%). The remaining 106,070 ED visits for HF arose from 70,114 unique patients seeking acute care. Of these, we excluded patients who left without being assessed (n = 7; 0.01%) or against medical advice (n = 234; 0.3%), those transferred to another facility (n = 1327; 1.9%), and those without a CTAS rating (n = 166; 0.2%) leaving a final study cohort of 68,380 HF patients.
The mean age in the cohort was 76612 years, and 49.4% of the patients were men. Among the 68,380 patients, 3.1% were assigned a triage-critical score of CTAS 1 -the highest acuity rating. Intermediate acuity scores of CTAS 2 and 3 were assigned to 40.4% and 46.8% of HF patients, respectively. CTAS scores 4 or 5 were assigned to 9.7% of all patients presenting to the ED with HF. There was a significant trend towards older age and female sex in those of higher acuity (i.e. lower CTAS levels). A greater proportion of patients with higher acuity levels had prior MI, HF, CABG, or PCI. There was no significant difference between CTAS groups in the proportion of patients with prior ICD or PPM implantation. Patients with higher acuity levels had greater prevalence of diabetes, peripheral vascular disease, and renal disease. The prevalence of other co-morbidities in the cohort is presented in Table 2 . The prevalence of peptic ulcer disease (1.9-2.2% across CTAS groups), hemi-/paraplegia or disability (2.0-2.9% across CTAS groups), protein-calorie malnutrition (0.9% for all CTAS groups), prior pneumonia (14.3-16.6% across CTAS groups), and major psychiatric disorders (5.2-6.1% across CTAS groups) was not significantly different across CTAS categories and is not shown in Table 2 .
Pre-emergency Department Care
Less than one-third of the patients in each CTAS category (27.8% to 32.3%) received outpatient care within the week preceding their ED presentation ( Table 3) . Compared to the other acuity levels, CTAS 1 patients were less likely to have received medical care in the week (27.8%) or month (51.6%) prior to ED presentation, compared to CTAS 2 or 3 patients.
Emergency Department Care
Large community hospitals provided care to a greater proportion of patients with high acuity levels than other hospital types, while the proportion of patients within each CTAS level presenting to small community hospitals increased with decreasing illness acuity ( Table 4) . Patients in higher acuity categories more often presented with paramedic assistance. The time of arrival to the ED also varied significantly among CTAS groups; while a majority of CTAS 1 patients arrived in the early morning (between midnight and 0759 hours), most patients belonging to other acuity groups arrived during daytime hours (0800 to 1700 hours). A majority patients with HF, including those with the highest acuity scores, did not receive consultation from a cardiologist or internist and a trend in the rates of specialist consultation was present ( Table 4) . Use of specialist consultative services for patients across all acuity levels was most frequent in teaching hospitals, and least frequent in small community hospitals.
Disposition from the ED
Only 31.8% of patients assigned to CTAS 1 were admitted to an intensive care or coronary care unit. Among patients assigned to CTAS scores 2, 3, and 4-5, 13.4%, 7.2%, and 4.4%, respectively, were admitted to the ICU/CCU ( Table 4) . The majority of patients in CTAS categories 1 to 3 were admitted to a hospital ward, while the majority of CTAS 4-5 patients (57.6%) were discharged home from the ED. The proportion of patients discharged directly from the ED was highest in the CTAS 4-5 category and decreased with increasing acuity score to 4.3% in the CTAS 1 group ( Table 4) . Compared to other hospital types, patients with higher acuity scores were more frequently discharged from the ED at teaching hospitals; as many as 7.3% of CTAS 1 patients were discharged directly from the ED at teaching hospitals, while only 3.6% and 4.0% were discharged from the ED in large and small community hospitals, respectively.
Outcomes Performance of the CTAS
CTAS level stratified early mortality among HF patients in the ED (see Figure 1) . ED death occurred in 6.1% (CTAS 1), 0.4% (CTAS 2), and #0.2% (CTAS 3-5) and 1-day mortality was 9.9% (CTAS 1), 1.9% (CTAS 2), 0.9% (CTAS 3), and 0.5% (CTAS 4-5). Overall, 7-day mortality rates were 17.2%, 5.9%, 3.8%, and 2.5%, for CTAS scores 1, 2, 3, and 4-5, respectively. While death rates were higher with greater triage acuity, the absolute number of early deaths was highest in CTAS categories 2 and 3. As shown in Figure 2 , early deaths accumulated to a greater degree up to 30 days after ED presentation among those in categories 2 and 3, despite the higher mortality rates being observed among those with greater acuity.
Although the age/sex-adjusted CTAS score had high discrimination for emergent death (e.g., 1-day death), performance of the age/sex-adjusted CTAS level decreased with increasing time horizon up to 30 days ( Figure 3) . The performance of the age/ sex-adjusted CTAS level was also reduced compared to a previously-published multivariable model [14] , which also accounted for cardiac and non-cardiac disease, and ED length of stay (see Figure 3 , p,0.001 for CTAS vs. multivariable models).
There was significant attenuation of the odds ratios for the CTAS and arrival by paramedic in the multivariable models comparing 1-day vs. 7-day death, while other covariates remained stable between early and later time points (see Table 5 ).
Predictors of Triage-Critical HF
Chart abstraction data were available for a total of 3371 patients. The multivariable associations of triage-critical HF 
Discussion
In this population-based study, we found that a semiquantitative disease non-specific triage acuity scale employed in EDs across Canada was able to stratify emergent death in patients with acute HF. The CTAS score had high discrimination for deaths that occurred in the ED or within 1 day of presentation, with greater than 9-fold risk of 1-day mortality in those who were triage critical. Patients who were triage-critical (CTAS 1) demonstrated greater respiratory abnormalities, presented to the ED with paramedic transport, and had worse New York Heart Association class. Surprisingly, a high proportion of triage-critical patients (4.3% overall and 7.3% in teaching hospitals) were discharged directly from the ED; these patients may have initially responded to treatment in the emergency department, and their clinical response may have been interpreted as an indicator of low risk. However, the link between initial response to treatment and improved prognosis has not been demonstrated in patients with HF. Indeed prior work has suggested that there is a substantial overlap in the prognostic profiles of HF patients who are admitted to hospital vs. discharged from the ED [14] . The presence of discharged triage-critical patients, who overall have a high mortality rate, further underscores the need for objective clinical decision tools to guide disposition decisions of HF patients in the ED.
While the CTAS was predictive of emergent outcomes, there were limitations to the scale. Stratification of mortality by CTAS was attenuated in the larger group of non-critical patients, as demonstrated by the small separation in outcomes for patients in CTAS groups 2 to 5 and the higher absolute number of deaths among those with intermediate acuity (e.g., CTAS 2 and 3). Prediction of early mortality at 7 and 30 days was attenuated, potentially reflecting the impact of post-acute care, medical therapy, and health behaviors. While there was a difference in Table 4 . Acute and post-emergency care of HF patients presenting to the ED. the rates of ED discharge, hospitalization, and ICU admission among the different acuity levels, the scale did not stratify the groups well in this regard, suggesting that decisions regarding a patient's disposition are not usually predicated on CTAS levels. Given the above, there may be limited potential for the CTAS to enable identification of the low-risk patient who is safe for discharge from the ED. While empirical assessments of prognosis often have limited ability to risk-stratify patients [4, 5] , others have shown that nurses' risk ratings may be better than quantitative models [16] . The downstream consequence of inaccurate estimation of outcomes is that there may be a mismatched relationship between care received and perceived patient risk [17, 18] . This is further influenced by patients' expectations, since their perceptions of risk also differ substantially from that of validated models [19] . Statistical risk models enable improved prognosis estimation, and although instruments exist for a number of conditions that are often encountered in the emergency department [20] [21] [22] , there are few tools that have been developed specifically to guide decision-making for patients with acute HF who present emergently.
A validated ED-based HF risk assessment tool has the potential to maximize the allocation of resources for this increasingly prevalent condition and improve patient outcomes. The EFFECT-HF risk model demonstrated the ability to stratify risk at 30-days after hospital admission with an over 10-fold risk in the highest compared to the lowest risk groups [9] . Furthermore, the same model was able to stratify risk over an extended period of followup exceeding 5 years [23] , and it has been externally validated [10, 24] . Other HF mortality models have examined hospitalized HF patients in whom the decision has already been made to admit the patient to hospital [8, 25, 26] , and have not been proven in the wider range of HF patients who present acutely to the ED in whom the disposition has not yet been decided.
The age-and sex-adjusted CTAS score was robust in discriminating death within 1-day of ED presentation, but the prediction of events beyond the emergent phase was attenuated, particularly in the large group of patients who were not triagecritical (CTAS 2-5). The importance of improving mortality prediction for patients within the moderately high acuity groups cannot be overemphasized: while this group (CTAS 2 and 3) had a smaller percentage of early deaths than those who were triagecritical (7-day mortality for CTAS 1 vs. 2-3: 17.2% vs. 4.7%), it had a much larger absolute number of early deaths (367 vs. 2830 at 7 days) than the highest acuity group. A quantitative model that accounts for physiologic and biochemical derangements may improve prognostication for the large group in whom CTAS was not able to adequately stratify early risk. Indeed, predictors of high acuity (CTAS 1) related primarily to respiratory status (dyspnea, tachypnea, and hypoxemia) and mode of transportation to the ED (via ambulance). Features such as blood pressure -routinely obtained during triage -were not associated with CTAS 1, although such parameters have been strongly linked with HF outcomes [27] .
The CTAS is applicable for emergent mortality risk estimation in the undifferentiated ED patient with acute HF, and could be used to guide decisions regarding disposition in the ED. For example, patients with the highest acuity score could be admitted to hospital in a monitored setting, given the associated short-term risk of mortality in this group. The primary advantage of CTAS is its simplicity and ease of use, which is a strength in the timelimited setting of initial triage assessment. A practical and rapid risk assessment system is important when timely decisions must be made in the face of competing demands, and an abundance of clinical information may not be available. The CTAS does allow for flexibility according to clinical judgment because the healthcare provider can scale up the acuity level if a patient is perceived to be more unwell than otherwise classified by the scale. However, this may also represent a disadvantage, because the subjectivity involved in such a decision may result in prognosis estimates that are less objective with reduced reproducibility. Interestingly, patients who presented to the ED in triage critical status were less likely to have received care by a physician within the preceding 30 days, which may have influenced the severity of the presentation. This aspect of the transition from community to hospital may be of interest in future studies. Finally, future studies should consider comparison of statistically-derived clinical prediction rules or multivariable regression models against simpler triage acuity scales in acute medical care.
Study Strengths and Limitations
The strengths of this study included the size of our study cohort, the population-based nature, the broad inclusion criteria, and information about important clinical variables and outcomes. Some limitations of our study should be noted. We could not account for the quality of care provided to patients in the ED which may have modified early outcomes. However, interventions have been shown to have limited impact on acute mortality and thus would likely not have impacted the association of CTAS with emergent outcomes. We focused primarily on symptomatic pulmonary congestion, and isolated systemic congestion without respiratory symptoms was not examined. Furthermore, we did not have access to information about effect modifiers such as health behaviors (e.g., dietary or medication compliance) or the quality of post-discharge care.
In conclusion, we found that the Canadian Triage Acuity Score, a semi-quantitative risk scale, is useful in stratifying the risk of emergent mortality among heart failure patients, occurring up to 1-day following ED presentation. While the scale identifies highacuity groups of patients who are at high risk of emergent death, it is more limited in stratifying the moderately high to low acuity patient, particularly those who can be safely discharged from the ED. Our study suggests the need for a clinical risk stratification tool that can be used after the initial triage phase to guide decisionmaking and improve outcomes in HF patients who present to the ED. 
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